
Introduction
Critical to understanding James’ teaching on the relationship between faith and 
works is the overall theme of the book. That theme is “maturity” or “complete-
ness.” A mature Christian is one who has integrated, seamlessly, his faith with 
how he lives his life. His faith and actions aren’t dichotomized, but integrated. 
James will also refer to this integrated life as wisdom. 

In the books of the Old Testament you’ll find dozens of literary genres: his-
tory, narrative, poetry, etc. One of those genres is referred to as “Wisdom 
Literature.” Books like Proverbs, for example, detail what it means to live a 
life of wisdom and integrity. The book of James, in many respects, is a New 
Testament version of that genre, sketching a picture of Christian maturity and 
what it looks like to – practically speaking –  integrate our faith in Christ with 
our actions.

This theme is laid out in James 1:22-27, where James tells his readers not to 
simply be hearers of the word, but doers, and that religion which is not put into 
practice has as much value as items sold at the Dollar Store.

The first part of the study is meant to point the group to this broader context 
before digging into the specific text (James 2:14-26). In this passage we’ll see 
that one of the obstacles to putting faith into practice is the wrongful belief that 
faith and works are unrelated. James’ argument is that faith and works, like the 
mature Christian lifestyle, are integrated, not dichotomized.

True Faith Produces Fruit
What’s sticky about this passage is that, on the surface, it appears to contradict 
the clear biblical teaching that we are saved by faith alone. In the study, the 
group will look up passages that demonstrate the continuity of God’s Word on 
this issue. While the Bible clearly teaches that we are saved by faith alone, it is 
also clear that true faith will always be evidenced by good works or “fruit” of 
some kind. I mean, if a person thinks he’s a dog but never barks, sniffs himself, 
marks his territory or eats bones, he should probably wonder if the transfor-
mation ever took place, right? That’s all James is saying.

Dead Faith
James advances his argument with three examples of dead faith, which are very 
helpful in understanding his meaning. The first example is of someone who 
professes to believe, but never expresses the smallest inclination of care for his 
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The goal of this study is to 
understand the relationship 
between faith and works. We 
come to Christ through faith 
alone, but true faith always 
produces fruit (works).

The problem addressed in the 
passage is that our inclination 
is to limit faith to knowing 
facts about God as opposed 
to active belief which is 
expressed in actions.

That said, after reading 
the passage, our other 
tendency might be to muster 
up “works” to make sure 
we’re acceptable to God. This 
would be the opposite error. 

Between the two lies grace-
motivated obedience.


